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CHILDREN AND “A” FILMS 
SIR, 


You will be aware that, in order to promote closer co-operation 
between the licensing authorities under the Cinematograph Act, 
1909, and the British Board of Film Censors, the Secretary of State 
appointed at the end of 1931 a Committee, composed of repre- 
sentatives of the licensing authorities in England and Wales, to 
consider, in consultation with the Board, questions relating to the 
administration of the existing system of film censorship. ‘This 
Committee, which is known as the Film Censorship Consultative 
Committee, includes representatives nominated by the County 
Councils’ Association, the Association of Municipal Corporations, 
the London County Council and the Birmingham and Liverpool 
Justices; and is thus representative both of areas in which the 
licensing duties under the Cinematograph Act are exercised direct 
by the local authority and also of areas in which those duties have 
been delegated to the Justices. During 1932 the Committee held 
a number of meetings, in the course of which they reviewed the 
arrangements by which control is at present exercised over the 
character of cinematograph performances, and in particular con- 
sidered the conditions under which persons under sixteen are 
admitted to exhibitions of films passed by the Board of Film 
Censors as suitable for ‘* public exhibition to adult audiences ”’ 
(“ A’’ films). The Committee recently furnished the Secretary of 
State with their advice on the latter question and put forward 
some suggestions for the improvement of the existing arrange- 
ments. These will be referred to later, but it will be convenient 
to preface these recommendations with a brief account of the 
existing position. 

Tt has always been the practice of the Board of Film Censors tu 
distinguish between films suitable for universal exhibition (‘‘ U ”’ 
films) and films suitable for public exhibition to adult audiences 
(‘‘ A” films). For some years after the appointment of the Board 
both classes of film were shown indiscriminately ; but in 1923, 
when it had been made clear by a decision of the High Court that 
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2 
the licensing authorities had power to control the character of the 
performances by means of conditions attached to the grant of 
licences, the Home Office recommended that practical effect should 
be given to the Board’s classification by a condition in the 
following terms :— 

‘“ No film—other than photographs of current events—which 
has not been passed for ‘ universal exhibition ’ by the British 
Board of Film Censors shall be exhibited in the premises with- 
out the express consent of the Council during the time that 
any child under, or appearing to be under, the age of 16 years 
is therein. 

‘‘ Provided that this condition shall not apply in the case of 
any child who is accompanied by a parent or bona fide adult 
guardian of such child.”’ 

The Home Office circular (587,492/3) of the 16th December, 
1929, on the Cinema and Children explained that this method of 
controlling admission to exhibitions of ‘‘ A ’’ films was based on 
the principle that no person under sixteen should be allowed to 
see an ‘‘A’’ film unless his parent or guardian accepted the 
responsibility of taking him to the cinema for that purpose. It 
recommended the adoption of two further conditions designed to 
advertise the category (‘‘ A’’ or “‘ U’’) of each film in the pro- 
eramme, both outside the entrance to the cinema, and also on the 
screen immediately before the exhibition of each film, so as to 
give parents and other persons having charge of children notice in 
advance that an ‘‘ A ’’ film was to be shown. 

This system has been commonly adopted throughout England 
and Wales. Early in 1981, 396 (or over 65 per cent.) of the 603 
licensing authorities who furnished returns reported that they had 
adopted the first of the conditions mentioned above. The licensing 
authorities who have not adopted this system are mainly those in 
rural areas where there may be only one or two cinemas: the 
percentage of adoption is much higher in thickly populated areas 
where there are numerous cinemas under the control of a single 
licensing authority. The Film Censorship Consultative Committee 
also report that since their appointment other licensing authorities 
have taken action on these lines; and it can safely be said, there- 
fore, that at most cinemas there is now in force the system by 
which a person under sixteen may not be admitted, when an “‘ A.”’ 
film is being shown, unless he is accompanied by his parent or 
euardian. | 

~The principle of the model condition has met with the criticism 
that if it is harmful for children to see certain films it is not less 
harmful for them to see those films in the company of their parents 
or guardians. It has been urged on this ground that children 
should be excluded absolutely from exhibitions of ‘‘ A ’’ films; 
and for a time one or two licensing authorities omitted the proviso 
from the model condition quoted above with the object of excluding 
children from exhibitions of ‘‘ A ’’ films whether or not they were 
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accompanied by their parents or guardians. The criticism which 
led to this action appears, however, to be based to some extent on 
a misconception of the meaning of the ‘‘ A’’ certificate. The 
grant of an “‘ A”’ certificate cannot be taken as indicating in 
every case that the Board consider the film harmful for all persons 
under the age of sixteen. The ‘‘ A’’ certificate states that the 
film is suitable for public exhibition to adult audiences, and indi- 
cates by implication that it may be, unsuitable for persons under 
sixteen. In some cases the film may \be harmful in varying degrees 
for all persons below that age: in other cases it may be harmful 
only for very young or sensitive children. The ‘‘ A’’ category 
embraces a large number of the films passed by the Board, and 
films are placed in this category for a variety of reasons. Films 
containing incidents which would terrify a child of eight or ten 
may be classified for this reason as ‘‘ A’’, but these may be films 
of the kind which are in no way harmful to boys of fourteen and 
fifteen, to whom they may make the greatest appeal. It is clearly 
impossible to apply one and the same standard in this respect to all 
children from infancy to the age of sixteen; and it is for this reason 
among others that the Home Office have recommended in the past 
a system which allows the parent to exercise a discretion in this 
matter. 

The alternative system of excluding children absolutely from ex- 
hibitions of “‘ A ’’ films removes all opportunity for this exercise 
of individual discretion ; and in the areas in which this alternative 
has been adopted the fact that many “‘ A ’’ films are by no means 
harmful for all children below the age of sixteen has made it 1m- 
possible for the licensing authority to resist a demand that some of 
the “‘ A ’’ films should be allowed to be shown to children as if 
they had been passed with a “‘ U “‘ certificate. In one area the 
licensing authority found themselves obliged to allow 90 per cent. 
of the “‘A’’ films to be shown without any restriction on the 
admission of children: and in another area 130 ‘‘A’’ films were 
allowed to be shown during the course of a year as if they had 
been granted a ‘‘ U’’ certificate. In these areas the removal of 
the parent’s power to exercise a discretion in deciding which “‘ A ”’ 
films his child should see had the consequence that a number of 
“A”? films, which were unsuitable for some of the children under 
sixteen, were shown under conditions which allowed any child to 
go to see them whether accompanied by his parents or not. 

The Film Censorship Consultative Committee have found on 
enquiry that the decision to exclude children absolutely from ex- 
hibitions of ‘‘A’’ films has led in every case to considerable 
practical difficulties, and according to their information this 
alternative system has now been abandoned by all the licensing 
authorities by whom it has been applied. After a careful review 
of the whole position the Committee have come to the conclusion 
that the general principle underlying the system recommended in 
the Home Office circular of the 16th December, 1929, should be 
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maintained, but that further steps should be taken to ensure that 
parents are given every possible opportunity of knowing in advance 
the categories in which the films in a cinema programme have been 
placed by the Board of Film Censors. ‘he following recommenda- 
tions, with which the Secretary of State is in full agreement, have 
been made by the Committee. 


(a) The Committee point out that, while the model con- 
dition restricting the admission of children to exhibitions of 
‘‘ A ’’ films is in force in 65 per cent. of the licensing areas, 
only 40 per cent. of the licensing authorities have adopted the 
condition requiring the display of category notices. ‘he dis- 
play of these notices is an integral part of the system by 
which the parent is entrusted with a discretion in this matter ; 
and the Secretary of State hopes that all licensing authorities 
will now attach such a condition to their licences. 

(b) In the form im which it has been recommended by the 
Home Office the condition regarding category notices requires 
that a notice shall be displayed “‘ in a prominent position at 
each entrance to the premises’’. The Committee have in- 
formed the Secretary of State that at some cinemas the notice 
is displayed only at the main entrance, and they consider it 
important that there should be a notice over every pay-box. 
It may not be necessary in some cases that at subsidiary 
entrances the category notice shall be of the dimensions speci- 
fied in the model condition. This is a matter which licensing 
authorities should determine in relation to the circumstances 
of the particular cinema concerned. ‘The more important con- 
sideration is that the notice shall be easily legible and shall be 
displayed “‘in a prominent position’’. The Secretary of 
State understands that in some cinemas at the present time 
the notice is quite inconspicuously placed, and he would sug- 
gest that licensing authorities should satisfy themselves by 
periodical inspection that this requirement of prominence is 
being properly observed. 

(c) The Board of Film Censors have now arranged that all 
cinema posters and other publicity material distributed by the 
film-renters shall in future indicate whether the film advertised 
has been passed “‘A’”’ or “‘U’’. This new arrangement is 
already being put into operation; and the Committee recom-— 
mend that licensing authorities should require compliance 
with the arrangement by means of a condition attached to 
the grant of a licence. 

(d) The Committee point out that only 44 per cent. of the 
licensing authorities have adopted the model condition re- 
quiring the exhibition on the screen of a facsimile or slide of 
the Board’s certificate. Many licensing authorities may have 
thought it unnecessary to adopt this condition, believing that 
in practice the facsimile of the certificate is always attached 
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to the film and is therefore exhibited automatically. The 
Committee understand, however, that this is not always the 
case. It has, moreover, been brought to their notice that 1% 
has become the practice in many cinemas to draw a thin 
curtain over the screen between the showing of the films, and 
to draw it back during the time when the Board’s certificate 
is being shown on the screen. ‘The Committee do not suggest 
that this practice has been adopted with the intention of 
obscuring the certificate, but it \certainly has this effect; and 
for this reason it is of importance that licensing authorities 
should be in a position to insist upon compliance with the 
requirement of the model condition that the certificate ‘* shall 
be exposed . . . . in such a manner that it shall be legible 
to all persons attending the exhibition’’. The Secretary of 
State hopes, therefore, that all licensing authorities who have 
not already done so will adopt the use of this condition and 
will insist on the certificates being exhibited in such a way as 
to be perfectly clear to the audience. 

(e) A common criticism of the existing arrangements for 
restricting the admission of children to exhibitions of ‘‘ A ”’ 
films is that children are able to persuade adults whom they 
meet outside the cinema to take them under their temporary 
protection until they have succeeded in passing the box office. 
The Committee are satisfied that this criticism is not without 
foundation; and they therefore suggest that the category 
notices should in future contain an additional paragraph ex- 
plaining that when an ‘‘ A’’ film is being shown children 
under sixteen cannot be admitted to the cinema unless accom- 
panied by a parent or bona fide adult guardian. It may also 
be found advisable, when this abuse is prevalent, to require 
licensees to exhibit in the cinema separate notices to the same 
effect with an additional note expressing the wish of the 
management that patrons will not encourage children to evade 
this regulation. It is also recommended that licensing authori- 
ties should satisfy themselves that licensees make the effect 
of this condition clearly known to their employees, particularly 
to commissionaires and box-office attendants: and if there is 
any reason to suspect that cinema employees are conniving at 
or encouraging breaches of this condition, the licensee should 
be reminded that any such action by his employees imperils 
his licence. 

(f) During the course of the last year the Committee’s atten- 
tion was drawn to a few unusually horrifying films which, it 
was represented, were particularly unsuitable for children. 
After viewing these films the Committee decided that, although 
they had been passed *’ A’’ by the Board of Film Censors, 
some further action was desirable to ensure that parents were 
specially warned not to take young children to see them. 
The Committee discussed the matter with the Cinematograph 
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Exhibitors’ Association, who agreed to advise their members 
that when a film of this character is being shown notices 
should be posted outside the cinema that the film is in the 
opinion of the management unsuitable for children, and that 
parents are advised nct to bring their children to see it. The 
Secretary of the Film Censorship Consultative Committee will 
keep at the Home Office a list of films in respect of which these 
special notices are being issued, and will be prepared to give 
information regarding them to any individual licensing autho- 
rity who may ask for it. 


The Secretary of State wishes to take this opportunity of referring 
to complaints which have been made about the character of some 
of the posters and other publicity material used in advertisimg 
cinema films. He is glad to be able to inform licensing authorities 
that the Board of Film Censors have now concluded with the film- 
renters an agreement providing that posters and publicity matter 
distributed by them: shall not in future illustrate any scene or 
incident which is'not included in the version of the film passed by 
the Board. In order to ensure that the same standards are adopted 
in any publicity matter which may be distributed by the exhibitors, 
it is suggested that licensing authorities should deal with this matter 
by means of a condition attached to the grant of cinematograph 
licences. 

In the light of the suggestions made by the Committee, the 
Secretary of State has revised the model conditions previously 
recommended by the Home Office and he earnestly hopes that the 
licensing authorities will consider the desirability of adopting the 
revised conditions at an early date. 


Lar, 
Sir, 
Your obedient servant, 
R. R. Scort. 
APPENDIX. 





CINEMATOGRAPH LICENCES. 


Revised Model Conditions Recommended by the Home Office. 


1. No film shall be shown which is likely to be injurious to morality or to 
encourage or incite to crime, or to lead to disorder, or to be offensive to 
public feeling, or which contains any offensive representations of living 
persons. If the Council serve a notice on the licensee that they object to 
the exhibition of any film on any of the grounds aforesaid, that film shall 
not be shown. 

2. No film—other than photographs of current events—which has not 
been passed for ‘‘ universal exhibition’ or ‘‘ public exhibition to adult 
audiences ”? by the British Board of Film Censors shall be exhibited without 
the express consent of the Council. 
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3. No film—other than photographs of current events—which has not been 
passed for ‘‘ universal exhibition ’’ by the British Board of Film Censors 
shall be exhibited in the premises without the express consent of the Council 
during the time that any child under, or appearing to be under, the age 
of 16 years is therein. 

Provided that this condition shall not apply in the case of any child 
who is accompanied by a parent or bona fide adult guardian of such child. 


4. Immediately before the exhibition of each film passed by the British 
Board of Film Censors, a reproduction of the certificate of the Board, or, 
as an alternative, if such certificate is not| available, a slide giving the name 
of the film, stating that the film has been passed by the Board and giving 
the category in which the film has been placed, shall be exposed for at least 
ten seconds in such a manner that it shall be legible to all persons attending 
the exhibition. 


5.—(1) During the whole of the time that the public are admitted to the 
premises there shall be continuously exhibited at each entrance to the 
premises, in a prominent position to the satisfaction of the Council, so that 
it may easily be seen and read by members of the public, a notice indicat- 
ing in clear block letters and figures as regards the current programme :— 

(a) the title of each film proposed to be shown; 


' (6) the approximate time at which each film in the programme will 
begin to be shown; and 


(c) the category (using the initial letters ‘‘A’’ or ‘“U’” as the 
case may be) in which each film proposed to be shown has been placed — 
by the British Board of Film Censors, the distinguishing initial letters 
being not less than 14 inches in height. 


(2) The notice shall be not less than 36 inches by 26 inches in dimensions 
and shall be in the form specified hereunder, the distinguishing letters ‘‘ A ”’ 
and ‘‘U”’ being not less than 14 inches in height. 


Time Table of Films for To-Day. 


Category ‘‘ A ”’ signifies that the film has been passed for public exhibition 
to adult audiences. 

Category ‘“‘U”’ signifies that the film has been passed for universal 
exhibition. 

While an ‘‘ A” film is being shown, no persons under sixteen can be 
admitted to, or allowed to remain in, this cinema unless they are accom- 
panied by their parent or adult guardian. 


Category. Title of Film. Time. 


| 
| 


6. No poster, advertisement, sketch, synopsis or programme of a film shall 
be displayed, sold or supplied either inside or outside the premises which 
is likely to be injurious to morality or to encourage or incite to crime, or 
to lead to disorder, or to be offensive to public feeling; or contains any 
offensive representations of living persons. 
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7.—(1) Every poster, advertisement, sketch or synopsis of any film passed 
by the British Board of Films Censors which is displayed, sold or supplfed 
either inside or outside the premises shall indicate in a clear and legible 
manner the category ‘‘ A’’ or ‘‘U”’ in which the film has been placed by 
the Board. 

(2) Except with the express consent of the Council no poster, advertise- 
ment, sketch or synopsis of any film passed by the British Board of Film 
Censors shall be diplayed, sold or supplied either inside or outside the 
premises which depicts any scene or incident which is not included in the 
version of the film passed by the Board. 
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